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the cavity of the pelvis. The descent of the fetus is aided very
materially by previous softening of the ligaments and capsules
about the pelvic joints which are loosened thereby and ren-
dered more pliable. Indeed, this is a process essential for nor-
mal childbirth. The birth of the child is brought about by
strong contractions of the uterine muscle, aided in the later
stages by voluntary contractions of the abdominal muscles.
The contractions of the walls of the uterus., weak at first and of
short duration, become stronger and more prolonged in an hour
or two; they cause molding of the infant's head and gradual
dilatation of the outlet of the uterus with drawing up and dis-
appearance of its neck or cervix; at the same time the vaginal
walls become more pliable and distensible. Later, the mem-
branous sac enveloping the fetus bulges into the vagina, and
after a time ruptures, a part of the amniotic fluid then escaping.
When the canal from the uterus to the exterior has enlarged
sufficiently to allow the passage of the baby's head, the latter is
expelled by powerful contractions of the uterus, accompanied
usually by contractions of the abdominal muscles. The rest of
the child's body follows almost immediately (see Fig. 14-19).
For a time the new-born babe still remains attached to the
interior of the uterus through the umbilical cord and placenta.
The physician ties the cord with tape close to the baby's body
and divides it on the mother's side of the tape. Not until 15
or 30 minutes later is the placenta, and the attached sac com-
posed of the chorionic and amniotic membranes, expelled. The
placenta and membranes are commonly referred to as the after-
birth. Labor or -parturition is the term given to the series of
events bringing about the emptying of the uterus and the termi-
nation of pregnancy.
A consideration of the factors determining the onset of labor.
The termination of pregnancy at the usual time is not due to a
single factor, but to several. A sufficient number of these fac-
tors are known to enable us to draw in outline a picture of the
mechanism leading to the precipitation of labor. The picture
must of necessity be incomplete and many details left blank to
be filled in when more knowledge has been gained.